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What is What by Dave Eggers is an evocative narrative that delves into the
harrowing yet inspiring life story of Valentino Achak Deng, a Sudanese
refugee and one of the Lost Boys of Sudan. Published in 2006, the book is a
significant work that blends autobiography with fiction, providing insight
into the struggles and resilience of a young boy forced to navigate a world
ravaged by civil war, displacement, and the quest for belonging. Eggers,
known for his unique storytelling style, takes readers on a journey that is
both personal and universal, exploring themes of hope, survival, and the
impact of war on innocent lives.

Background and Context

The Lost Boys of Sudan

The term "Lost Boys of Sudan" refers to a group of over 20,000 boys who were
displaced during the Second Sudanese Civil War, which lasted from 1983 to
2005. These boys, many of whom were as young as five years old, fled their
villages to escape violence and persecution. The journey was perilous, with
many facing starvation, attacks from militias, and the harsh realities of
life in refugee camps. Understanding the context of this tragedy is crucial
to appreciating the depth of Eggers’ narrative.

Valentino Achak Deng

Valentino Achak Deng is not only a character in Eggers' book but also a real-
life individual whose experiences inspired the narrative. Born in Sudan,
Valentino'’'s life was irrevocably altered by the civil war. As a child, he
witnessed the murder of his family and the destruction of his home. His
journey from Sudan to Ethiopia and then to the United States is marked by
trauma, resilience, and the struggle to find a sense of identity in a foreign
land.

Structure and Style of the Book

Blending Fiction and Non-Fiction

"What is What" is a unique blend of non-fiction and fiction. While it is
based on Valentino’s true story, Eggers employs fictional techniques to
enhance the narrative's emotional depth. This approach allows readers to
experience Valentino’s life more vividly, bridging the gap between reality
and storytelling.



Narrative Techniques

Eggers utilizes various narrative techniques to convey Valentino's
experiences:

- First-Person Perspective: The story is told from Valentino's viewpoint,
providing an intimate look at his thoughts and feelings.

— Non-Linear Timeline: The narrative shifts between different periods of
Valentino’s life, weaving together past and present to illustrate the lasting
impact of trauma.

- Imagery and Symbolism: Eggers’ use of vivid imagery and symbolism enriches
the text, allowing readers to visualize the struggles and aspirations of the
characters.

Thematic Exploration

Survival and Resilience

At its core, "What is What" is a testament to the survival and resilience of
the human spirit. Valentino's Jjourney illustrates how individuals can endure
unimaginable hardships and emerge with a sense of hope. The narrative
showcases his determination to rebuild his life, despite the obstacles he
faces as a refugee in America.

Identity and Belonging

A significant theme in the book is the search for identity and belonging.
Valentino grapples with questions about his heritage, his place in the world,
and what it means to be a refugee. Throughout the narrative, he encounters
various cultures and people, which shape his understanding of self. The
struggle to find acceptance and a sense of home resonates deeply with many
readers, especially those who have experienced displacement.

The Impact of War

Eggers poignantly captures the impact of war on innocent lives, particularly
children. Through Valentino's story, readers witness the devastating effects
of violence, loss, and trauma. The book serves as a powerful reminder of the
human cost of conflict and the importance of compassion and understanding in
the face of such adversity.

Critical Reception

"What is What" received widespread acclaim for its heartfelt storytelling and
profound themes. Critics praised Eggers for his ability to humanize the

refugee experience, offering readers a glimpse into the life of someone often
marginalized in society. The book was nominated for several awards, including



the National Book Critics Circle Award and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize.

Reader Response

Readers have responded to the book with a mix of admiration and emotional
resonance. Many have found Valentino’s story to be a source of inspiration,
highlighting the strength of the human spirit in overcoming adversity. Others
have expressed a newfound awareness of the refugee crisis and the importance
of empathy towards those affected by war and displacement.

Conclusion

In "What is What," Dave Eggers crafts an unforgettable narrative that
transcends borders and speaks to the universal human experience. Through the
lens of Valentino Achak Deng's life, the book challenges readers to confront
difficult truths about war, identity, and resilience. Eggers’ skillful
blending of fact and fiction creates a powerful story that lingers in the
hearts and minds of readers long after the last page is turned. It is a
poignant reminder of the enduring strength of hope and the importance of
understanding the stories of those who have been affected by conflict. As we
navigate an increasingly complex world, "What is What" encourages us to
listen, empathize, and act in support of those who have endured unimaginable
hardships.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'What is What' by Dave Eggers about?

'What is What' is a novel that tells the story of Valentino Achak Deng, a
Sudanese refugee, and his experiences during the Second Sudanese Civil War,
his journey to the United States, and the challenges he faces as an
immigrant.

Who is the main character in 'What is What'?

The main character is Valentino Achak Deng, a composite of real-life
experiences of Sudanese refugees, particularly focusing on his personal
narrative.

What themes are explored in 'What is What'?

The novel explores themes of displacement, identity, the impact of war,
resilience, and the complexities of the immigrant experience.

How does Dave Eggers blend fiction with reality in
'What is What'?
Eggers blends fiction with reality by using Valentino's true story as a

foundation while incorporating fictional elements to enhance the narrative
and emotional depth.



What is the significance of the title 'What is What'?

The title 'What is What' reflects the search for identity and understanding
in a world marked by chaos and confusion, mirroring Valentino's quest for
meaning amidst his tumultuous experiences.

In what year was 'What is What' published?

'What is What' was published in 2006.

What literary style is used in 'What is What'?

Eggers employs a blend of narrative styles, including a first-person account
interspersed with third-person perspectives, allowing for a multifaceted
exploration of the story.

How has 'What is What' been received by critics?

The novel has received critical acclaim for its powerful storytelling,
emotional depth, and its ability to bring awareness to the plight of
refugees.

Are there any adaptations of 'What is What'?

As of now, there are no major film or theatrical adaptations of 'What is
What', but it remains a powerful literary work that has inspired discussions
and presentations.

What impact has 'What is What' had on readers and
audiences?

The novel has had a significant impact by raising awareness about the
Sudanese refugee crisis and fostering empathy towards individuals affected by
war and displacement.
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